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SHORTLISTED FOR THE MAN BOOKER INTERNATIONAL PRIZE


SELECTED AS A BOOK OF THE YEAR BY THE OBSERVER, FINANCIAL TIMES, GUARDIAN & EVENING STANDARD


‘A book to read in one sitting – bold, uncanny and utterly gripping.’


Observer, Best Fiction of the Year


‘A nauseous, eerie read, sickeningly good.’


Emma Cline, bestselling author of The Girls


‘Transcends the sensational plot elements to achieve a powerful and humane vision.’


Financial Times, Best Books of the Year


‘A gloriously creepy fable.’


Guardian, Best Fiction of the Year


‘A spare, hypnotic literary page-turner.’


O, the Oprah Magazine


‘Dazzling, unforgettable, and deeply strange. I’ve never read anything like it.’


Evening Standard, Books of the Year


‘Mesmerizing.’


Washington Post


‘Subtle, dreamy and indelibly creepy.’


Economist, Best Books of the Year


‘Read this in a single sitting and by the end I could hardly breathe. It’s a total mind-wrecker. Amazing. Thrilling.’


Max Porter, author of Lanny


‘Punches far above its weight… The sort of book that makes you look under the bed last thing at night and sleep with the light on.’


Daily Mail


‘The genius of Fever Dream is less in what it says than in how Schweblin says it, with a design at once so enigmatic and so disciplined that the book feels as if it belongs to a new literary genre altogether.’


The New Yorker
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A GUARDIAN & TIMES BEST NOVEL OF THE YEAR A SUNDAY TIMES BEST SCIENCE FICTION BOOK OF THE YEAR * AN NPR BEST BOOK OF THE YEAR


‘Ingenious... An artful exploration of solitude and empathy in a globalised world… In a nimble, fast-moving narrative, what’s most impressive is the way she foregrounds her characters’ inner hopes and fears.’


Guardian


‘This has a propulsive, Dave Eggers-ish readability.’


Daily Mail


‘Disturbing... Schweblin enjoys hovering just above the normal. Inspired by Samuel Beckett, she is interested in exposing absurdities.’


Financial Times


‘Little Eyes makes for masterfully uneasy reading; it’s a book that burrows under your skin.’


Daily Telegraph


‘Wonderfully chilly, astute and borderline-horrific.’


The Sunday Times, Best Sci-fi Books of the Year


‘I cannot remember a book so efficient in establishing character and propelling narrative; there’s material for a hundred novels in these deft, rich 242 pages... The writing, ably translated from the Spanish by Megan McDowell, is superb, fully living up to the promise of Schweblin’s stunning previous novel, Fever Dream... A slim volume as expansive and ambitious as an epic.’


New York Times


‘In Samanta Schweblin’s fiendishly readable Little Eyes the new must-have tech gadget allows users to leapfrog into the lives of strangers – a sharp idea that became even more pertinent with the isolation and atomisation of lockdown.’


Guardian, Best Fiction of the Year


‘A timely meditation on humanity and technology.’


Harper’s Bazaar


‘Little Eyes acts as a clear warning that every digital decision we make has consequences... It does feel alarmingly real.’
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PRAISE FOR MOUTHFUL OF BIRDS


LONGLISTED FOR THE MAN BOOKER INTERNATIONAL PRIZE


‘This is our world, and sharp-focused, but stripped of its usual meanings… Brutal violence is twisted into horrific, intensely experienced art.’


Guardian


‘Chilling short stories by the Argentine author of Fever Dream confirm her as a master of the macabre… The finest offerings here beg to be illustrated by Paula Rego then animated by David Lynch – only two fellow masters of the macabre could do Schweblin’s work justice.’


Financial Times


‘Superb… The author’s flair for intertwining surrealism with delicate emotionality is again on full display… Schweblin takes on the desire to love, to parent, and to care for one’s own body – hardly extraordinary themes – and invests them with a fresh poignancy.’


Vogue, Most Anticipated Books of the Year


‘At once fantastically out there and real to the point of being haunting.’


Vanity Fair


‘Delving into the cryptic depths of the human psyche, this is a highly imaginative and thought-provoking collection, deftly translated by Megan McDowell.’


Observer


‘These are fictions of indisputable power.’


Telegraph
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To Liliana and Pablo, my parents




 


 


 


Before his five-year-old daughter


got lost between the dining room and the kitchen,


he had warned her: “This house is neither large nor small,


but make the least mistake and the road signs will disappear,


and of this lifetime at last, you will have lost all hope.”


— Juan Luis Martínez, “The Disappearance of a Family”


 


 


 


A: I like your apartment.


B: It’s nice, but it’s only big enough for one person—or two people who are very close.


A: You know two people who are very close?


— Andy Warhol, The Philosophy of Andy Warhol
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We’re lost,” says my mother.


She brakes and leans over the steering wheel. Her fingers, slender and old, grip the plastic tightly. We’re over half an hour from home, in one of the residential neighborhoods we like the most. There are beautiful and spacious mansions here, but the roads are unpaved, and they’re muddy because it rained all last night.


“Did you have to stop right in the mud? How are we going to get out of here now?”


I open my door to see how deep the wheels are stuck. Pretty deep, deep enough. I slam my door.


“Just what is it you’re doing, Mom?”


“What do you mean, what am I doing?” Her confusion seems genuine.


I know exactly what it is we’re doing, but I’ve only just realized how strange it is. My mother doesn’t seem to understand, but she does respond, so she must know what I’m referring to.


“We’re looking at houses,” she says.


She blinks a couple of times; she has too much mascara on her eyelashes.


“Looking at houses?”


“Looking at houses.” She indicates the houses on either side of us.


They are immense. They gleam atop their hills of freshly mown lawns, shining in the dazzling light of the setting sun. My mother sighs, and without letting go of the wheel she leans back in the seat. She’s not going to say much more. Maybe she doesn’t know what else to say. But that is exactly what we do. Go out to look at houses. We go out to look at other people’s houses. Any attempt to figure out why could turn into the straw that breaks the camel’s back, confirmation of the fact that my mother has been throwing her own daughter’s time into the garbage for as long as I can remember. My mother shifts into first gear, and to my surprise the wheels spin for a moment but she manages to move the car forward. I look back at the intersection, the mess we made of the sandy dirt of the road, and I pray that no caretaker catches on that we did the same thing yesterday, two intersections down, and then again when we were nearly at the exit. We keep moving. My mother drives straight, without stopping in front of any of the mansions. She doesn’t comment on the huge windows or fancy doors, the hammocks or awnings. She doesn’t sigh or hum any song. She doesn’t jot down addresses. Doesn’t look at me. A few blocks down, the houses grow more spaced out and the grassy lawns flatten: carefully trimmed by gardeners and with no sidewalks in the way, they start right there at the dirt road and spread over the perfectly leveled terrain, like a mirror of green water flush with the earth. She takes a left and drives a little farther. She says aloud, but to herself:


“There’s no way out of this.”


There are some houses farther on, and then a forest closes in on the road.


“There’s a lot of mud,” I say. “Turn around without stopping the car.”


She looks at me with a frown, then pulls close to the grass on the right and tries to turn back the other way. The result is terrible: just as she manages to get the car in a vaguely diagonal position, she runs up against the grass on the left, and brakes.


“Shit,” she says.


She accelerates, and the wheels spin in the mud. I look back to study the scene. There’s a boy outside, almost on the threshold of the house behind us. My mother shifts gears, accelerates again, and manages to move in reverse. And this is what she does now: with the car in reverse, she drives across the street, goes into the yard in front of the boy’s house, and draws, from one side to the other across the wide blanket of freshly cut grass, a double-lined semicircle of mud. The car stops in front of the house’s picture window. The boy is standing there holding his plastic truck, transfixed. I raise my hand in a gesture that wants to apologize, or warn, but he drops the truck and runs into the house. My mother looks at me.


“Go,” I say.


The wheels spin and the car doesn’t move.


“Slowly, Mom!”


A woman pushes aside the window curtains and looks out at us, at her yard. The boy is next to her, pointing. The curtain closes again, and my mother sinks the car deeper and deeper. The woman comes out of the house and starts to walk over to us, but she doesn’t want to trample her grass. She takes the first steps along the path of varnished wood, then corrects course to come toward us, practically walking on tiptoe. My mother says shit again, under her breath. She lets off the accelerator, and also, finally, lets go of the steering wheel.


The woman reaches us and leans over to talk to us through the car window. She wants to know what we are doing in her yard, and she doesn’t ask nicely. The boy looks on, hugging one of the columns by the entrance. My mother says she’s sorry, she’s really very sorry, and she says it several times. But the woman doesn’t seem to hear. She just looks at her yard, at the wheels sunk into the lawn, and she repeats her question about what we’re doing there, why we are stuck in her yard, if we understand the damage we’ve just done. So I explain it to her. I say that my mother doesn’t know how to drive in the mud. That my mother is not well. And then my mother bangs her forehead into the steering wheel and stays like that, dead or paralyzed, who knows. Her back shudders and she starts to cry. The woman looks at me. She doesn’t know what to do. I shake my mother. Her forehead doesn’t move from the steering wheel, and her arms fall dead to her sides. I get out of the car, apologize to the woman again. She is tall and blond, brawny like the boy, and her eyes, nose, and mouth are too close together for the size of her head. She looks the same age as my mother.


“Who is going to pay for this?” she asks.


I don’t have any money, but I tell her we’ll pay for it. That I’m sorry and, of course, we will pay. That seems to calm her down. She turns her attention back to my mother for a moment, without forgetting about her yard.


“Ma’am, are you feeling okay? What were you trying to do?”


My mother raises her head and looks at the woman.


“I feel terrible. Call an ambulance, please.”


The woman doesn’t seem to know whether my mother is being serious or pulling her leg. Of course she is serious, even if the ambulance isn’t necessary. I shake my head at the woman to say she should wait and not make any calls. The woman takes a few steps back, looks at my mother’s old, rusty car, and then at her astonished son behind her. She doesn’t want us to be here, she wants us to disappear, but she doesn’t know how to make that happen.


“Please,” says my mother, “could you bring me a glass of water before the ambulance gets here?”


The woman is slow to move; she seems not to want to leave us alone in her yard.


“Okay,” she says.


She walks away, grabs the boy by the shirt, and pulls him inside with her. The front door slams shut.


“Could you please tell me what you’re doing, Mom? Get out of the car, I’m going to try to move it.”


My mother sits up straight in the seat, moves her legs slowly as she starts to get out. I look around for medium-sized logs or some rocks to use as ramps for the wheels, but everything is so neat and tidy. There’s nothing but lawn and flowers.


“I’m going to look for some wood,” I tell my mother, pointing toward the forest at the end of the street. “Don’t move.”


My mother, who was in the process of getting out of the car, freezes a moment and then drops back into her seat. I’m worried because night is falling, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to get the car out in the dark. The forest is only two houses away. I walk into the trees, and it takes a few minutes to find exactly what I need. When I get back, my mother is not in the car. There’s no one outside. I approach the front door of the house. The boy’s truck is lying on the doormat. I ring the doorbell and the woman comes to open the door.


“I called the ambulance,” she says. “I didn’t know where you were, and your mother said she was going to faint again.”


I wonder when the first time was. I walk in carrying the pieces of wood. I have two, the size of two bricks. The woman leads me to the kitchen. We walk through two spacious, carpeted living rooms, and then I hear my mother’s voice.


“Is this white marble? How do they get white marble? What does your daddy do, sweetheart?”


She’s sitting at the table, a mug in one hand and the sugar bowl in the other. The boy is sitting across from her, looking at her.


“Let’s go,” I tell her, showing her the wood.


“Look at the design of this sugar bowl,” says my mother, pushing it toward me. But when she sees I’m unimpressed, she adds, “I really do feel very bad.”


“That one’s for decoration,” says the boy. “This is our real sugar bowl.”


He pushes a different, wooden sugar bowl toward my mother. She ignores him, stands up, and, as if she were about to vomit, leaves the kitchen. I follow her resignedly. She locks herself in a small bathroom off the hallway. The woman and her son look at me but don’t follow. I knock on the door, ask if I can come in, and wait. The woman peers at us from the kitchen.


“They say the ambulance will be here in fifteen minutes.”


“Thanks,” I say.


The bathroom door opens. I go in and close it behind me. I put the wood down beside the mirror. My mother is crying, sitting on the toilet lid.


“What’s wrong, Mom?”


Before answering she folds a bit of toilet paper and blows her nose.


“Where do people get all these things? And did you see there’s a staircase on either side of the living room?” She rests her face in the palms of her hands. “It makes me so sad I just want to die.”


There’s a knock at the door and I remember the ambulance is on its way. The woman asks if we’re all right. I have to get my mother out of this house.


“I’m going to get the car out,” I say, picking the wood up again. “I want you out there with me in two minutes. You’d better be there.”


The woman is in the hall talking on a cell phone, but she sees me and hangs up.


“It’s my husband, he’s on his way.”


I wait for an expression that will tell me whether the man is coming to help my mother and me, or to help the woman get us out of the house. But the woman just stares at me, taking care not to give me any clues. I go outside and walk to the car, and I can hear the boy running behind me. I don’t say anything as I prop the wood under the wheels and look around to see where my mother could have left the keys. Then I start the car. It takes several tries, but finally the ramp trick works. I close the car door, and the boy has to run so I don’t hit him. I don’t stop, I retrace the semicircular tracks back to the road. She’s not going to come out on her own, I tell myself. Why would she listen to me and come out of the house like a normal mother? I turn off the car and go inside to get her. The boy runs behind me, hugging the muddy pieces of wood.


I enter without knocking and head straight for the bathroom.


“She’s not in the bathroom anymore,” says the woman. “Please, get your mother out of the house. This has gone too far.”


She leads me to the second floor. The staircase is spacious and light, and a cream-colored rug marks the way. The woman goes up first, blind to the muddy footprints I leave on each step. She points to a room with the door half open, and I go in without opening it all the way, in order to maintain a semblance of privacy. My mother is lying facedown on the carpet in the middle of the master bedroom. The sugar bowl is on the dresser, along with her watch and bracelets, which for some reason she has taken off. Her arms and legs are splayed wide, and for a moment I wonder if there is any other way to hug a thing as massive as a house, and if that is in fact what my mother is trying to do. She sighs and then sits up on the floor, smooths her shirt and her hair, looks at me. Her face is less red now, but the tears have made a mess of her makeup.


“What’s going on now?” she asks.


“The car’s ready. We’re leaving.”


I peer outside to get a sense of what the woman is doing, but I don’t see her.


“And what are we going to do with all of this?” asks my mother, gesturing around herself. “Someone has to talk to these people.”


“Where’s your purse?”


“Downstairs, in the living room. The first living room, because there’s a bigger one that looks out onto the pool, and another one past the kitchen, facing the backyard. There are three living rooms.” My mother takes a tissue from her jeans pocket, blows her nose, and dries her tears. “Each one for something different.”


She gets up holding on to a bedpost and walks toward the en suite bathroom.


The bed is made with a fold in the top sheet that I’ve only ever seen my mother make. Under the bed are a balled-up bedspread with fuchsia and yellow stars and a dozen small throw pillows.


“Mom, my god, did you make the bed?”


“Don’t even get me started on those pillowcases,” she says, and then, peering out from behind the door to be sure I hear: “And I want to see that sugar bowl when I come out of the bathroom. Don’t you do anything crazy.”
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‘What makes Schweblin so startling as a writer is that she
is impelled not by mere talent or ambition but by vision.”
New York Times





